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Paraguay's fragile governing coalition crumbled Feb. 6 when the Partido Liberal Radical Autentico
(PLRA), the nation's second-strongest party, pulled out. Meanwhile, elections to replace slain former
Vice President Luis Maria Argana have been set for Aug. 13. Eleven years after a military coup
ended the 35-year dictatorship of Gen. Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989), Paraguay is still muddling
through a transition marked by political instability.
On Feb. 3, 1989, the late Gen. Andres Rodriguez overthrew his father-in-law, Gen. Stroessner,
returning the country to a democratic rule that has never quite jelled. Since Stroessner went into
exile in Brazil, Paraguay has had four presidents, only two of whom completed their terms, and one
vice president has been assassinated. When Argana was assassinated in March 1999, the political
upheaval forced then President Raul Cubas Grau to resign, also opting for exile in Brazil (see
NotiSur, 1999-03-26).
Under the Paraguayan Constitution, if a president resigns or dies, the vice president takes over,
but there is no provision for a vacancy in the presidency and vice presidency at the same time. The
Corte Suprema ruled that Luis Gonzalez Macchi, who was president of Congress, would assume the
presidency and finish Cubas Grau's term, which was to end in August 2003.
When Gonzalez Macchi took over, he formed a coalition government, incorporating members of the
two major opposition parties, the PLRA and the Partido Encuentro Nacional (PEN), the first time in
Paraguay's recent history that opposition parties have held high government positions (see NotiSur,
1999-04-09, 1999-11-19).
Since 1947, Paraguay has been governed by the Partido Colorado (Asociacion Nacional Republicana,
ANR).

PLRA withdraws support
The PLRA voted to withdraw from the coalition during a lengthy meeting in which one faction of
the party convinced the membership to support its position. In the assembly, 759 of approximately
1100 delegates voted to break with the coalition, rejecting the pleas of former presidential candidate
Domingo Laino. Laino, named ambassador without portfolio by Gonzalez Macchi, failed to persuade
delegates to remain in the administration. One bone of contention was the number of positions
allotted the coalition partners.
Both the PLRA and the PEN headed two ministries, while the Colorados had six. The PRLA had
been demanding a greater share of power, and initially Gonzalez Macchi agreed to support a
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vice president from an opposition party. When he backed down, tensions increased. Gonzalez
Macchi said he regretted the decision of the PLRA, and that only by acting patriotically and
intelligently "will we pull our country out of misery, out of hunger, and out of abandonment." He
called on elected officials to carry forward the reform and modernization of the state, and he urged
opposition-party members in the government to continue in their jobs, saying the only criteria for
public administration in Paraguay are competency and morality.
The PLRA, however, gave members with high positions in the administration 30 days to resign.
Foreign Minister Jose Felix Fernandez Estigarribia, a member of the PLRA, announced Feb. 14 that
he would reluctantly accept the party decision and resign. Chamber of Deputies president Efraim
Alegre also resigned as lower-house president although he will keep his deputy's seat. Gonzalez
Macchi named Paraguayan Ambassador to the US Juan Esteban Aguirre Martinez to replace
Fernandez.
Political analysts said that the rupture in the governing coalition will jeopardize the administration's
agenda because of the greater difficulty in getting any legislation passed. The PRLA is determined
to put all its energy into backing a candidate for the vice presidency, since a victory in that race
would give it more influence and put it in the line of presidential succession. On Feb. 3, the Tribunal
Superior de Justicia Electoral (TSJE) announced that elections for Argana's successor will be held
Aug. 13, but confirmed the president's term until 2003.

President faces calls to resign
Meanwhile, on Feb. 3, Gonzalez Macchi unexpectedly fired three military leaders, all considered
loyal to former President Juan Carlos Wasmosy (1993-1998). It was an apparent move to stave
off another decertification by the US when President Bill Clinton makes his recommendations
on March 1 on countries that should be designated as not fully compliant with US anti-drug
efforts. Fired were Gen. Victor Groselle, head of the Guardia Presidencial, who is in charge of the
president's personal security, Gen. Mario Gomez de la Fuente, head of the president's Military
Cabinet, and Gen. Emilio Guzman Gaona, the president's anti-drug chief.
Besides US certification worries, Gonzalez Macchi faces multiple economic and social demands,
problems of citizen security, land occupations, and the militant opposition of the Frente Sindical
y Social, a group of workers from the principal public enterprises marked for privatization.
Campesinos, unions, and civic organizations are demanding that the president resign at the end of
March, on the first anniversary of his taking office, for what they consider a betrayal of their hopes
and the failure of his government to solve the country's problems. At a meeting in early February,
campesinos, private- sector workers, and state employees called for presidential elections as soon as
possible as well as for the convocation of a constituent assembly to rewrite the Constitution.
The labor representatives announced a series of actions that will culminate on the anniversary of
Gonzalez Macchi's assumption of power when they will formally call for the president to resign
and hold new elections. When he took office, Gonzalez Macchi enjoyed popular support and a
workable government because of the coalition, but his support had fallen to 20% in January, onethird what it was when he took office ten months ago. "In this case, it's a combination of things,"
said an economist at a state bank who did not want to be identified. "The economy was weakening
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last year, social demands have barely been contained for a long time, and the economic future looks
bleak."

PEN faction also wants to withdraw
Meanwhile, internal differences are also increasing in the PEN, with one faction calling for it also
to withdraw from Gonzalez Macchi's government. The debate became public when the PEN's
former candidate for vice president, Carlos Filizzola, told the press he thought the party should
withdraw. Filizzola, one of the party founders and one of its most influential leaders, said he thinks
the administration is becoming increasing contaminated by the "Stroessner spirit," and that if the
PEN remains in the coalition it could become "an accomplice in all the existing corruption."
Filizzola referred to the increasing presence in key administration positions of sympathizers and
former collaborators of Stroessner, a trend that has become even more marked with the withdrawal
of the PLRA. Filizzola said it is not possible to remain in a coalition that does nothing against "the
political system of sinecures, corruption, and nepotism." He also said the administration ignores
the nation's social problems and has proposed an unrealistic national budget that does not take into
account the paralyzed economy.
Filizzola's wing of the party, Pais, will meet Feb. 27 to consider various strategies in relation to the
administration. Sen. Luis Alberto Mauro, coordinator of the Integracion por el Cambio wing of
the PEN, said his faction has three conditions to continue its support: an all-out campaign against
corruption, a plan to reform the state that includes a clear timeline regarding businesses to be
privatized, and an end to naming pro-Stroessner people to important public positions. Mauro's
position is similar to that adopted last November by the PLRA, but when no agreement was reached,
it voted to jump ship. [Sources: Clarin (Argentina), 02/03/00, 02/07/00; CNN, 02/06/00, 02/07/00; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 02/04/00, 02/07/00, 02/12/00; Notimex, 02/07/00, 02/09/00, 02/14/00; Spanish
news service EFE, 02/03/00; 02/06/00, 02/07/00, 02/10/00, 02/14/00, 02/15/00; Reuters, 02/14/00,
02/15/00]
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